From 


EBET ROBER'S 





PHONE No. © 212 925 9B9S 


t 


VINTAGE SYNTHS 


THE EMS VCES & SYNTH! A/AKS 


VITAL STATISTICS: 


Produced: 1960 to prozant (out of production for cr short time 
in 1980). 

Total Number Madu: VOS3, estimated 350; Synth A/AKS, 
850. 

Manufacturer; TMS (Chationiic hiusic Studios}, Trandac! Vaan 
Barn, Ledock, Truro, Conrveull TRE SW, Unites King 
dean, Paane 44-726-683-255. Owned by Foter Zincwielt 
from 1969 to 1979. Datanomics took aver until 1983, 
when current owner Edward Willlams stepped In. 

Current U.S. Contact Dion Hassler, 1055 Loncashire Ct, Stone 
Mountain, GA 30083. {404} 292-4868. 

U.S. EMS Servicing: Everett Hafner, EMSA (Electronic Music 
Studio, America), 1} Worth Main St., Williamsburg, 
MA 01096. (413} 268 3588. 

Description: First commercially manulod ured portable angleg 
synthesizers (slectronically identical), concewed by de 
signnr Pavid Cockorall and avant-garde composers 
Tristram Cary and Feter Znaviell, ¥OSd comes in an 
L shaped hardwood cabinet for tabletop use; measures 
43 «44x d2em {roughly 146-3/4" x 1701/4" & 1e- 
1/2"); weighs Pky (almost 20 los}. Synthi A is in a 
black ADS briefcase for portability: measures 48 x 38 





Although Brian Cru fingirs his Minimoag in this pluna 
(very similar to the july ‘87 Keyboard cover phil), the 
DMS AKS inthe background was ala deat to his heart. 
At thal Gime. Fre told us abaut ite tetevesting quirk that 
the AKS fact developcd: “i f feed a loud input signal 
inte the ring modulator it will rigger the envelope. .. 
wft's very usetul, becuase then you can use the enone 
(2) teigitss saety’ other function in the synthe ier -.. When 
Igot itserviced ¢ have to put hitth: notes all over the thing 
saying ‘Pon't wivice this part, Dan't change Wis. 
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x 12cm (roughly 18- 
AA" x 1A-R/A" vd 
IZA"), weight 7 Shy (ubout 14-1 /2 Iba.) 

Poatures: Two audio oxcillators (0.5Hz to 20kHe, one with 
puwiuuil und vuriable-shope sine wovefons, the other 
with variable pillsn-wirlly arwinra ane rising or falling 
ramp triangle waveforms), an UC (0.U25Hz fe SUUHz, 
warlable pulse width square ond rising: or falling-rarnp 
trionyle waveforms}, noise generator, lowpass filter 
{18d6/octave, varlable resonance, 3Hz tp 1 SkHz, sine- 
wave Oscillation}, ring modulator, envelope shaper, dual 
spring reverb, joystick controller, signal level/control 
vallage meter, dual inpyt channels {1/4" mono, mike, 
line, and CY levels), two outputs (1/4" mono, viv VCAs 
for audio or pre-VCA for CV), headphone and scope 
outputs. Built-in slereo amptificntion/speaker system. 
Optional S-oduve duophonic DK Z mreachaniccl keyboard 
with intamal oscillator ond velocity-sensitive dynamics, 
and 2-1/2-ochave KS capacitive touch-plate keyboard 
und 256-event monophonic digital soquancer {fits inside 
Synth As lid, resulting in the AKS). 

tnsider Information: Ihe VOSi is better known in the U.S, 
as the “Puingy,” parhaps due to FMS's original acklress 
In Putney, « suburb of Landon. David Cockere!l row 
works for Akai; he designed the hardware used in Akai’s 
$1000 and $1100 samplers. Tristram Cary is a Professor 
o! Elactronic Music at Adolaide University in Australia. 
Composer Peter Zinoviefl was toking “holiday” on a 
remote Sconish isle and was incommunicado during 
Qur research, Currant EMS owner Cdward Will iams, 
a COnhenporary dassical Gnd electronic music composer, 
is perhaps best known for scoring music for television 
broadcast: Amony his projects is the long-ruining nature 
series Lift on Earth, narrated by David Attenborough. 

Original Retail Price: VCS3, £330 (ubout $825). Synthi A, 
£198 {about $498}. AKS, £420 (bout $1,050). [U.5. 
dolar te British-pound gachange rate in 1971 was 2- 
1/2 to 1.] 

Current Retail Price; New: VCS3, £1,450 tabovt $2,900). 
Synthi A, £1,375 (about $7,750}. AKS, £1,675 {about 
$3,350}. Reconditioned; WCS3, £850 (about $1,700; 
Synthi A, £800 (ubout $1,400); AKS, £966 [about 
$1,975}. [Currant U.S. dollar te British-nound exchange 
rule is 2 fo 1] 

Currant Street Price: £250 to £500 [$500 to $1,000), 


HILE MOS! OF THE SYNTHESIS Al- 
tention inthe late “60s here ih the Unit- 
ed States was focused on the creations 
of Bob Moog and Don Buchla (and 
soon thereailer, hose from ARP), there was only 
one ballgame to follow in Curope. Out of an 
advanccd—for 1969—computer-music studio 





in London came a tabletop modular synthesizer 


known here in the States as the Putney, 
Developed and marketed by EMS, the 

VCS3—its true name, which staad for the valt- 

age-controlled studio, attempt #3---was tiny 
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camparad with its behemoth American co: 
terparts. instead of dozens of jacks spread acr 
several square feet at nee: al funt panel sau 
the VC53 offered a tiny, scare patel i-boand a 
Irlx, Whereas Amorican synth modules wi 
connected together using handfuls of patel 
bles, small pins were inserted into the VCS 
patch board to route control and audio sipn 
through the device. “Thare was actually av 
good reason for using that patch board,” 1 
plains David Cockerell, designer of the VC 
“We got a good! doal on them surplus, We: 
a fow hundred of them pretty cheaply.” 

Since 1965, Cockerell had warkedt for Pe 
Zinovielf, who'd purchased a DEC (Digi 
Equipment Corporation) PISP-#, the first mi 
computer, and put together onc of the ca 
computer music studios, According to Ral 
Wood, who joined [MS in 1970 and currer 
runs the company, “At least half of LMS v 
avery expensive Computer studio where TM 
computers were used to cantral prototype al 
log systems, not only for gencrating simple al 
low syeathiesice: sounds, bul also for suites 
sophisticated tiller bark systurns thal cou: 
alyze sounds, David Cockerell designed ¢ 
64-channel analyzing filler bank, was a 
like a vocoder, only it was alt under compre 
control. The campany was heavily into this k 
of advanced computer research.” 

“Vhere was a group of three of us,” Co 
erell explains, “Pater Zinoviall, myself, and 7 
tram Cary, They were both inte avant garde 1 
sic, what you would call serigus music: in! 
classical tradition, It was taneless, and th 
thoupht the keyboard was of secondary imp 
tance. The VCS3 wasn't really a keyboard 
slrument to slat with. We sort of acicled the k 
board on as an afterthought.” The keybawr 
question was the DK2, a Uhree-octave, cl 
phonic mechanical affair installed with con 
electronics ina wooden cabinet that male 
the VCS3. 

Portability was an afterthought as wall. © 
VCS3 was pretty awkward lo carry aroun 
Cockerell asserts. “It would have to be in at 
as big asa tea chest. Ut didn’t fold over ara 
thing.” By 1971, Cockereall had squeezed 
VCS3 electronics inte an oversized brictcs 
and the Synthi A was born. He also desig 
the KS, a 2-1/2-uclave louchr plate keybo 
will a 256-event manuphonic cligital sequen 


Though fe cherishes his old tricnd the M 
moog, assistant editor Mark Vail atten wish 
it would fit in a briefcase like the EMS A 
Then again, tating that Moog-packed Anvil ¢ 
helped him build arm character, 
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Tht, fl driside the Synihi A’ lid, 
A combination of the Syathl A 
and thea KS was called the ARS. 

Whike Cockerull aidl all the 
denigning, Wood was busy with 
other durles. “Half of my job: 
were ta da with keeping the: st 
dio in order: tidying, bning up 
tape machines, sweeping up, 
making tape copies, The other 
half was actually concemed with 
demonstrating the cquipie nt te 
quite a latot notable pop stars, 
who would come by and decide 
whether they wanted to buy 
something.” Ready far a list of 
who was-who in the European 
rock scone? Geo ahead, Rabin: 
“Pink Tloycl, the Who ihe organ 
on ‘Wort Get Fooled Apati’ was 
processed with the VCS3’s cnve. 
lope shaper), Roxy Music [Brian 
Cno’s band], King Crimson, Tan- 
perine Oroan, Klaus Schulze, 
MAcnady Blues, Carve! Ait Jean: 
Michel Jarre, Gang, and Yes. 
Todd Rundgren tone of your own) 
used the VCS3; there’s a jood 
picture of it on the inside cover 
of Something ‘Anything. Many 
other groups bought [MS gear 
but never seemed to make: use: of 
it: Rolling Stones, Led Zeppelin, 
Fleetwood Mac, Jethro Tull, ane 
Deep Purple.” 

Like the American analog 
synths of the time, EMS’s ascillatars londed to 
drift. “They were a bil dodgy onstage,” Cockerall 
reports. “You had to keap tuning them up." 
Wood concurs, “They’re rather ternperamental 
with regard (o tuning and pitch stability, Pox pie: 
who used them onstage deserve a lot of creat 
for their bravery. If you wanted to use one with 
a keyboard in periormance, you had ta lat tt ser- 
tle down for about half an hour before you could 
set the tuning, Evan then, if someone were to 
open the doar and let in cool air just before your 
lead solo, you could easily be in trouble. {als 
of poople used them live. Pink Floyd used then 
for quite a long time, But a lol of their stutt wasn’t 
pitched, it was just cffects. There were many’ 
applications where the machines wetc just used 
as effects penorators. Jean-Michel Jarre is prob 
ably the best-known performer who still uses 
them. He's got six of them in a big rack.” 

Rock stars haven't been EMS’s only support: 
ers. “Educational poople consider that the VCS3 
has never been bettered as a tool for teaching 
people albaut sound processing, acoustics, and 
analog audio synthesis,” Wood points out. 
We've alsa pot the jingle and eifects profes- 
sionals, broadcasters, people like that. There 
are younger enthusiasts wha may have seen 
Jean Michel with his enormmeus array a VOS3s, 
ara thay want to make: sounds like he does. 
We gel young musicians who have listened to 
carly Tangerine Dream stulf, when they used 
a lot of VCS3s. We haven't only attractod people 
from the pop end. There have bucn young peo- 
ple influenced by avant-garde: music, acid rock, 
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Yes. The oneeot its kind Syathi KB-T fact, in FMS‘s 
and a scant 21/3 octave range, 
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or Jean-Michel Jarre.” 

Of all the synths we've covered in this col- 
UIA, only tlie EMS Hraeuy. of VC53, Gynthi A, 
and AKS is still being manufacturcd—albeit on 
a custom-order basis. In fact, they were oul of 
production only briefly dating 1960. An it you 
don’t want to pay for a custom-built one, you 
can save a bil of PAH ACY Ly crclering a factory- 
refurbished unit. But don’t look tor MIDI con- 
nectors. “We were asked hy the shop that mar- 
kets those rack-mount Miditnoogs and Praphoi- 
5 modules [Studia Electronics] to MIDE the 
VCS$3 and put it ina rack,” Wood recalls. “The 
rouble with that is it would take up an cner- 
mous amount of panel space. It would be a 
monster. None of it would be preset. you have 
to make all the connections for the audio and 
control lines, and you have fo modulate all its 
controls in real time. It seems like too much 
of a sweat to slant tinkering with the old design. 
Why not just tell peaple to go out and buy a 
MIDI-to CV converter and keep the design the 
same, 0 as Not ta confuse the issue? It doosn’t 
feel right to me, having one of then in a rack, 
Besides, the AKS is quite handy as its.” 

Not that there weren’t some design changes 
along the way. “The most significant changes 
came in eatly 772," Wood explains. “We call 
them the MkI and MkII We're still on the Mkt 
to this day. it has a redesipned power supply, 
which can deliver a lot more power in order 
to clrive the: KS's monophonic digital sequencer. 
‘the original design also used 4 different ouput 
amplifier, On the Mkil, you can trigger the en- 
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EMS's earliest analup synths, chica 1971, Chackwise fam the lett: the VOSS? Mark Pwdth the OK) keybuard, ihe prototype 
Synthi A (called the Ponabella at that Gine), and the Synth RET protatype, which was sold (a puogressive rack Rroup 
Robin Wood's words, “an awful keyboard” with miniature keys 


Velope using an oxtemal audio signal. When 
the arnplifier reaches a conain tweshold, it trig- 
wors the cnvclope ponoritor, which wasn't por 
sible on the Mkis, The patch-board matrix lay- 
out was also slightly changed, On the Mkt, there 
were scpatate rows far the (wo oscillator wave- 
forms: sine and sawteolls, You could route the 
SING Walt: [C, Savy; ril Ve modulate sare sounds 
while sending the sawtooth off through the en- 
velope generator to do something else, On the 
Mtl, these are mixed together on one row." 

According ta Cockerell, there were elec- 
tronic circull changes as well. “In the first 
VCS35, there weren't any integratod clrcuits, 
hk was all dane wilh transistors, | hats my excuse 
for i not working very well.” 

Talk about excuses—check aul Cockerell’s 
modest explanation for bringing the VCS3 to 
life: “1 was just a means of raising money for 
Zinovieff’s studio.” & 


CORRECTION 


In last month’s column on the Roland MC- 
8 MicroComposer, we incorrectly listed the 
reloase date for EMS’s Synthi 100 as 19774, In 
fact, FMS delivered two Synthi 100s in “77; 
one to Belgrade Radio in Yugoslavia, the other 
to the BC Radiaphanic: Workshop in London, 
‘Thus, the sequencer built inte the Synthi 100 
qualifies as the first TTL-based digital se- 
quencer on the market, not the Oberheim 15- 
2 as we reported, 
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